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Coming into an inheritance: family support and Chinese Heritage Language learning 
 
Abstract 
The critical role that family plays in Chinese Heritage Language learning has 
gained increasing attention from psychological, political and sociological 
scholarship. Guided by Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’, our mixed methods 
sociological study firstly addresses the need for quantitative evidence on the 
relationship between family support and Chinese Heritage Language proficiency 
through a survey of 230 young Chinese Australians; and then explores the 
dynamics of family support of Chinese Heritage Language learning through 
multiple interviews with five participants. The interview data demonstrate 
ongoing intergenerational reproduction of Chinese Heritage Language through 
various forms of family inculcation. Learners’ transition from resistance to 
commitment is a focus of the analysis. Extant research struggles to theorise the 
reasons behind this transition. We offer a Bourdieusian explanation that construes 
the transition as ‘habitus realisation’. Our study has implications for Chinese 
Heritage Language researchers, Chinese immigrant parents and Chinese teachers.  
 
Keywords: family; Chinese Heritage Language; Bourdieu; habitus; habitus 
realisation 
 
Introduction 
Current efforts to promote Chinese as a Heritage Language (CHL) in western countries 
highlight the crucial role of family support (Lao 2004, Li 2006, Li 1999, Yu 2010). 
Consistent with this, researchers have described the socialisation of children into Chinese 
language and literacy in the home in Australia (Chiang 2010), Canada (Li 2001, 2006, Curdt-
Christiansen 2006, 2013), the US (Xu 1999, Wan 2000), and the UK (Gregory 2008, Ran 
2000), as well as the development of young children’s Chinese-English bilingual competence 
in the domestic sphere (Li 1999, Buckwalter and Gloria Lo 2002, Hu and Commeyras 2008, 
Liu and Vadeboncoeur 2010). Moreover, quantitative evidence of a link between family 
support and young children’s CHL proficiency is emerging (Lü and Koda 2011). With 
respect to older learners, survey and interview studies have shown that Chinese American 
young adults attribute their self-perceived CHL proficiency to parental support or lack thereof 
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(Chao 1997, Shin 2010, Wen 2011). However, the link between family support and CHL 
proficiency is not a simple one. 
Extant research suggests that the joyous experience of early CHL socialisation in the 
domestic space commonly gives way to intergenerational conflict, which (sometimes) yields 
in turn to adult commitment to CHL (Chao 1997, Comanaru and Noels 2009, Weger-
Guntharp 2006, Wong and Xiao 2010). Working from diverse theoretical perspectives, 
researchers have identified dynamics involved in this apparent trajectory of pleasure, 
resistance and commitment. Psychological perspectives including ethnolinguistic identity 
theory (Luo and Wiseman 2000) and family systems theory (Tannenbaum and Howie 2002, 
Yu 2010) have pointed to the dynamics of family relations and CHL maintenance in the US, 
Australia and New Zealand. Political perspectives have highlighted societal dynamics 
entailing battles between Chinese as a minority home language and English as majority 
language in Australia and the US (Markose and Hellstén 2009, Zhang and Slaughter-Defoe 
2009). Bourdieusian sociological perspectives have identified family dynamics and 
socialisation patterns arising from migration to the US and Australia (Chiang 2010, Dai and 
Zhang 2008). The theory of individual networks of linguistic contact, with its integration of 
psychological and sociological frameworks, has cast light on the limits of familial Chinese 
Heritage Language learning (CHLL) in US society (Zhang 2009). In short, there is emerging 
a rich body of thought about individual, familial and societal dynamics of CHLL in 
Anglophone western countries and bilingual Canada (He 2008). Yet, reasons behind 
pleasure-to-resistance-to-commitment transitions remain under-researched from a 
sociological perspective. 
Bourdieusian theory emphasises the importance of the early family environment for the 
learning and accumulation of cultural capital – socially valued cultural objects; embodied 
knowledge, behaviour and modes of thought; and institutional credentials  (Bourdieu 1973, 
1986). The impetus for capital production arises from the socially formed desire of parents or 
the wider familial ‘dynasty’ (Bourdieu 2000). In the course of socialisation the verdicts of the 
family on children’s behaviours, language behaviours included, are buried in the body of the 
child, creating a set of durable, transposable but not immutable dispositions to action – a 
habitus (Bourdieu 1977). Unless subject to repeated counter-training, habitus is durable and a 
mechanism of cultural reproduction. Accordingly, it bears on the ease of secondary 
socialisation. The socialising process entails symbolic violence that is successful to the extent 
that the arbitrary power of parents is misrecognised as legitimate by the child. When 
misrecognition does not occur, resistance is a possibility (Bourdieu 1991). We contribute to 
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this field of sociological research by extending a Bourdieusian perspective to the transition 
from CHL resistance to commitment – a phenomenon we term ‘habitus realisation’.  
In general terms, our interest is in family support for CHLL. By ‘support’ we mean 
commitment to CHLL such as instituting a family CHL policy, provision of home-based 
instruction in CHL, and family use of CHL schools. Here we report a mixed methods study 
that looked at these issues. We develop our article in three stages. Firstly, we report a 
quantitative sub-study that provides evidence of the contribution of family support to the 
CHL competence of Chinese Australian young people. This sub-study addressed the dearth of 
quantitative evidence on the contribution of family support to CHL proficiency. Secondly, we 
report a qualitative sub-study, providing detailed sociological analyses of experiences of 
family support. We highlight moments in which resistance gives way to commitment to 
CHLL. Finally, we conclude with implications for Chinese immigrant parents and Chinese 
teachers in countries where Chinese is neither the medium of instruction of the education 
system nor a mandatory language subject. 
 
Family support and CHL proficiency: the quantitative sub-study 
The quantitative sub-study used an online survey to gauge the relationship between family 
support and CHL proficiency. It complements a handful of studies with young adults. To 
elaborate, interview studies in the US found that mixed-heritage young adults, some of whom 
were of Chinese descent (Shin 2010), and Heritage Language learners (HLLs) at the 
university level, some of whom were Chinese Heritage Language learners (CHLLs) (Wen 
2011) frequently attributed their CHL success to parental support and family language 
environment. In contrast, some young Chinese Americans in Chao’s (1997) interview study 
expressed frustration with their parents’ indifferent or negative reactions to their efforts to 
speak CHL at home, such as making fun of their mistakes or otherwise responding 
discouragingly; speaking to them in oversimplified Chinese; or applying an English-only 
language policy. Given the dearth of quantitative evidence in this body of literature, the 
survey sub-study we reported here aimed to validate assumptions about the relationship 
between family support and children’s CHL proficiency.  
Given the impossibility of using probability sampling strategies, we adopted snowball 
sampling, a strategy widely used in HL research (Kiang 2008, Mu 2014a, Pao, Wong, and 
Teuben-Rowe 1997). The link to the online survey was firstly distributed to participants 
known to the researchers. These participants were asked to invite their Chinese Australian 
friends to complete the online survey. Eventually, 230 Chinese Australians responded to the 
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online survey. To the best of our knowledge and belief, this is the largest national sample of 
Chinese Australians to date, presenting diverse demographic features. The sample age ranged 
between 18 and 35, with a mean age of 25. One hundred and eleven participants were born 
outside Australia, with 95 born in China (the Chinese Mainland, Hong Kong, Macau, and 
Taiwan) and 16 born in other countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, and 
Vietnam). This group identified as first-generation Chinese Australians. Aged between nine 
months and 13 years at immigration, these participants met the conventional age criterion for 
designation as HLLs (Bhatti 2002, Mu 2013, Zhang 2009). The Australian-born group 
consisted of 119 participants, with 73 identifying as second-generation, 31 as third-generation, 
and the remaining 15 as fourth- or further removed generation. Participants reported using a 
variety of languages at home, including English, Mandarin, Cantonese, other Chinese 
Dialects, Indonesian, Vietnamese, or a mixture of these languages. 
To gauge CHL proficiency, a self-reporting strategy was used. This is a common 
approach to measuring language achievement in large-scale survey research, particularly 
when direct testing is logistically difficult. There are contrasting views on this approach. On 
the one hand, MacIntyre, Noels, and Clément (1997) seemed to indicate the biases in the self-
reported/rated second language proficiency. On the other hand, self-reporting measures have 
been found to correlate highly with direct measures of Heritage Language ability (Kang and 
Kim 2012, Oh and Fuligni 2010). Given this, Mu’s (2014a, b) four-item instrument that 
gauges self-reported CHL listening, speaking, reading and writing skills was adopted as a 
proxy measure of CHL proficiency. Mandarin proficiency was of particular interest because 
of its increasing value in various linguistic fields (Mu 2013), Australia in particular (Tasker 
2012). The four skills were addressed separately because HLLs often display wide gaps in 
these four skills (Dai and Zhang 2008, Carreira 2004). Our data also indicated the statistically 
significant difference in the four CHL skills (F = 120.08, p < .001). A seven-point uni-polar 
Likert-type scale was used as a proxy interval level of measurement in line with common 
practice in educational research (Binder 1984, Zumbo and Zimmerman 1993, Lehman 1991, 
Tabachnick and Fidell 2007). The scale ranged from 1 – not at all, to 7 – completely.  
Confirmatory Factor Analysis helps to claim the reliability and validity of the 
instrument. A single-factor measurement model for the overall CHL proficiency was 
specified as a latent variable with four indicators, each reflecting a CHL skill. The model 
fitted well (χ2 = 1.17, p = .557; NFI/RFI/IFI/TLI/CFI > 0.90; RMSEA < .001). The reliability 
of the model was considered high (Cronbach’s α = .93, SMCs > .50, construct reliability = 
.77, variance extracted = 82.56%, coefficient H = .95). The unidimensionality of the 
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indicators and the significant critical ratios of the unstandardised regression weights of these 
indicators supported the claim for the model’s construct validity and convergent validity 
respectively. Given the unequal contribution of each skill to the overall CHL proficiency, 
traditional computation of the scale score by averaging the item scores will bring error. In this 
case, we computed the scale score for overall CHL proficiency by multiplying the 
individual’s raw score on each CHL skill by the proportionally weighted factor score of each 
CHL skill respectively and summing: 
 
Overall CHL proficiency = CHL listening × .16 + CHL speaking × .40 +  CHL 
reading × .33 + CHL writing × .11  
 
Taking account of individual and joint measurement error, this approach ensures the 
estimates of the scale score are proportionally weighted by the actual contribution made by 
each indicator (Rowe 2002). 
In order to plumb family support for CHLL, the survey investigated three aspects, 
namely perceived family support for CHLL, family language policy, and family-supported 
formal CHLL. To gauge perceived family support for CHLL, participants were asked to 
respond to the item “My family members are very supportive of my Chinese language 
learning. To what extent do you agree with this statement?” This item used a 7-point uni-
polar Likert-type scale ranging from 1 – not at all, to 7 – completely.  To gauge family 
language policy, participants were asked to report their language use patterns at home. 
Informed by Mu’s (2013) hierarchical value of different Chinese languages in different 
linguistic fields, participants responses were coded into 1 – English only, 2 – English with a 
Chinese dialect(s), 3 – English with a Chinese dialect(s) and Mandarin, 4 – English with 
Mandarin, 5 – a Chinese dialect(s) only, 6 – a Chinese dialect(s) with Mandarin, and 7 – 
Mandarin only. Two participants noted the complexity of their language use patterns at home 
– English with Cantonese and Vietnamese, and English with Cantonese and Indonesian 
respectively. These two responses were therefore coded as 2. To gauge family-supported 
formal CHLL, participants were asked to respond to the item “How many years did you or 
have you formally studied Chinese (e.g., in schools, universities, Confucius Institutes, and/or 
community schools), supported by your family?” Participants reported various formal family 
support for CHLL ranging in duration from 0 to 15 years.  
We performed a regression of self-reported CHL proficiency on perceived family 
support for CHLL, family language policy, and family-supported formal CHLL. Our 
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preliminary analysis of selected demographic variables (place of birth, age of immigration, 
and generation) revealed that each, individually, was in significant relation to self-reported 
CHL proficiency. Therefore, we firstly included these demographic variables in the 
regression model and found 36% of the variance of self-reported CHL proficiency was 
explained (R2 change = .36, F change = 41.73, p < .001). We then added the three variables 
of family support into the model and found another 28% of the variance of self-reported CHL 
proficiency was explained (R2 change = .28, F change = 55.91, p < .001). As indicated in 
Table 1, when family support variables were added, all were significant predictors for self-
reported CHL proficiency, while age of immigration became the only significant 
demographic variable. In this vein, the three family support variables were considered more 
meaningful than the demographic variables in terms of predicting CHL proficiency. 
Participants with higher CHL proficiency tended to have families that were more supportive 
of their CHLL in general, adopted a more Mandarin-favourable language policy at home, and 
supported their formal CHLL for longer time.  
 
Table 1. Predictors for self-reported CHL proficiency 
Model Predictors B Beta T p 
1 Place of birth 0.16 .14 1.69 .092 
Age of immigration 0.07 .19 2.17 .031 
Generation -0.68 -.33 -4.15 <.001 
2 Place of birth -0.06 -.06 -0.89 .377 
Age of immigration 0.08 .21 3.10 .002 
Generation <0.01 <.01 0.04 .965 
Perceived family support for CHLL 0.26 .25 5.04 <.001 
Language use policy at home 0.65 .48 8.69 <.001 
Family supported formal CHLL 0.06 .11 2.29 .023 
 
Family support for CHLL: the qualitative sub-study 
To understand the nature and dynamics of family support, a sub-study involving multiple 
rounds of semi-structured interviews was conducted. A deductive thematic analytic approach 
(Boyatzis 1998, Braun and Clarke 2006) was used to describe, organise, and analyse the 
interview data in terms of a conceptual framework informed by extant applications of 
Bourdieusian theory to CHLL (Dai and Zhang 2008, Chiang 2010, Mu 2013). The survey 
participants were invited to attend a follow-up interview and asked to provide contact details 
if they were interested. Five participants accepted the interview invitation. These five cases 
offered maximum-variation (Patton 1990) in their self-reported CHL proficiency, birthplace, 
current resident city, language use patterns at home, and formal CHLL.  
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Successful interviews count in part on the “proximity and familiarity” between the 
researcher and the researched (Bourdieu 1999, 610). In line with Bourdieu, many colleagues 
(Labov 1972, Brodish et al. 2011, Rosenbloom and Way 2004) match the ethnicity of the 
interviewer and the interviewee whenever possible during research interviews. Following the 
route of these scholars, the principal researcher of the current study, who is ethnically 
Chinese, conducted the interviews with the Chinese Australian participants. Interview data 
were collaboratively analysed by the research team through reciprocal critique and 
communicative validation, which produces reliable knowledge that has been systematically 
cross-checked and verified, undistorted by personal bias and prejudice as far as possible 
(Kvale 1996). Before we present our analyses of the interview data, the five participants (with 
self-selected or randomly assigned pseudonyms) are described.  
 
Adam: “I just need to catch up!” 
Twenty-eight-year-old Adam was born in Jakarta to a mother who had studied in a Chinese-
medium school. For Adam, growing up in Indonesia was “one of the most challenging 
aspects to learning Mandarin”. In New Order Indonesia, Chinese was stripped of legitimacy 
in the national language hierarchy. Assimilatory policies proscribed Chinese names, along 
with public expressions of Chinese ethnic identity, including Chinese media, schools, 
celebrations and signage (Purdey 2006). Against this backdrop, Adam did not have an 
opportunity to formally study Chinese. When he moved to Australia at the age of 12, his 
Chinese was poor and he said in the interview, “I want to catch up with my Chinese 
language.” 
 
Bob: “Chinese is part of me.” 
Eighteen-year-old Bob was born in Hong Kong and moved to Australia when he was nine 
months old. Given dominant usage of English in his daily life, his self-reported Chinese 
proficiency was very low. As he admitted, “Definitely I was keen to socialise with [Chinese] 
people, but it’s hard because I don’t know what to say [in Chinese].” Importantly, his low 
Chinese proficiency notwithstanding, Bob considered Chinese “part of” himself. 
 
Crystal: “It’s really funny”. 
Eighteen-year-old Crystal was born in Australia. She used English at home but Cantonese 
with her grandparents and extended family members. She learnt Mandarin on and off in her 
own time because she loved Chinese media: “It’s really funny.” When asked about the 
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benefit of learning Mandarin, she said, “It exposes me to more entertainment stuff. Now I can 
go online and type in Chinese to find my own series to watch.” In this way Crystal exploited 
the potential of the Chinese that is now abundant in the Australian linguistic environment 
(Tasker 2012). 
 
Dianna: “I felt how important [it was] to speak my own home language!” 
Twenty-one-year-old Dianna was born and brought up in Taiwan. Her high Chinese 
proficiency can be attributed to her formal education in Mandarin before she moved to 
Australia at 13 years of age. Dianna used Mandarin with her parents, mixed with a little 
Hokkien, but English and Mandarin in equal measure with her siblings. She recalled an 
experience at high school. After one of her Chinese friends admitted to little CHL 
proficiency, a white friend said, “If you are Asian, you should be able to speak your home 
language. If you can’t, it’s sort of a shame.” This is a cultural politics problematised for 
imposing language as an identity marker on diasporic Chinese, conflating ‘Chinese’ with 
‘Asian’, and binarising Asian and western identities (Ang 2001). Dianna’s experience of this 
politics was one of pressure to learn CHL: “At that time I felt how important [it was] to speak 
my own home language.”  
 
En-ning: “Learning Chinese is definitely something I am going to pursue in the rest of my 
life.” 
The Australian-born 23-year-old En-ning did not see any point in learning Chinese when she 
was small. From early adolescence, however, she started to realise that learning Chinese was 
“an incredible personal experience” and tried to do “as much as possible” in Chinese. In 
return, En-ning profited from the relatively high position of Mandarin in the national 
language hierarchy. By happy coincidence, En-ning’s HL was a language of national priority: 
Prestigious Federal scholarships, which she won, were on offer. En-ning attributed her 
success and the attendant recognition to her heritage: “Of course I don’t think I would have 
got the scholarships if I didn’t have at least some Chinese language background… learning 
Chinese is definitely something that I am going to pursue in the rest of my life.”  
 
Our interest is in the implication of family support in the CHLL endeavours of these five 
participants: How did Adam’s family help him “catch up”? Did Bob’s family have any 
impact on his perception of CHL being “part of” himself, although he did not use the 
language very much? Did Crystal’s family play any role in her CHLL through watching 
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Chinese TV shows? How did Dianna keep her “home language” going? Were there any 
familial reasons behind En-ning’s shifting attitudes towards CHLL? We seek answers to 
these questions through detailed discussion of data in which participants spoke of their own 
CHLL through family inculcation, noting transitions in their attitudes to CHLL and their 
accession to language transmission roles in the family. 
 
CHLL through family inculcation 
When asked about family support for CHLL, participants noted three forms of inculcation: 
family encouragement, informal instruction in the home, and family use of CHL schools.  
Bob, Crystal, En-ning and Adam all spoke of the encouragement they had received from 
family members including parents, grandparents, an aunt and an uncle. For example, Bob 
commented: “My aunty was pretty nice. She said that I am good for someone who has been 
brought up in Australia.” Bob, it will be recalled, had very low CHL proficiency. The 
extenuating circumstances of upbringing were taken into account in his aunt’s verdict: Bob 
was “good for someone... brought up in Australia”. This positive verdict seems to have been 
buried in Bob’s body as a disposition to use Chinese with his family in spite of low 
proficiency: He “would definitely say” something in Chinese if he knew “what to say”.  
En-ning basked also in positive family verdicts. She spoke not only of the joy brought 
by her grandparents’ encouraging attitude to her CHLL, but also of the desire for connection 
with her grandparents through CHL: “In terms of my grandparents, they are very proud and 
happy that I am pursuing this language...I guess it’s another part of why learning Chinese is a 
personal thing because I want to better speak to my grandparents.”  
Similarly, Adam also commented on his experience of family encouragement: “There 
were a couple of people who sort of pushed me. They didn’t push me deliberately but they 
kept asking me. For example, my uncle asked, ‘Hey, how’s your Chinese going?’” There is a 
distinction here between the ‘sort of pushing’ that Adam experienced and ‘deliberate 
pushing’. This is a phenomenon that Chiang (2010) explored in terms of Chinese familial 
habitus. Contra Eurocentric understandings of Chinese family dynamics, Chiang espoused the 
view, derived from Chao (1994), that culturally Chinese parenting entails a combination of 
authoritarian and authoritative styles – high demand and control coupled with responsiveness. 
Like Chiang’s young Taiwanese Australian participants, Adam was susceptible to the 
combination of family demand and responsiveness. He named his uncle’s questions as ‘sort 
of pushing’, but revoiced them in a way that connoted friendliness: “Hey, how’s your 
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Chinese going?” Later in the interview, Adam noted that his parents encouraged him 
similarly: “They supported me just like what my uncle did”.  
This dynamic of encouragement was also evident in Crystal’s talk. She reportedly 
enjoyed learning Chinese through watching Chinese TV series: 
 
I grew up watching that. When I was very little, my dad introduced me to these 
series. My parents never formally taught me Chinese really. But they show me TV 
shows. We used to watch together. That’s what I did. 
 
This indicates that the reproduction of habitus is not established in a vacuum but is 
intergenerationally sponsored, emphasising the importance of the early familial 
environment for CHLL. 
When asked about the reasons behind parents’ support for CHLL, En-ning replied: 
 
I guess they [parents] want me to have a connection with that side of who I 
am…They also gave us [me and my brother] opportunity to explore the other 
side, the Chinese side of us when we were very young. 
 
By En-ning’s account, her parents’ support provided an “opportunity to explore the Chinese 
side” of her identity, a habitus that “works on the basis of the premises established in the 
previous state” (Bourdieu 2000, 161). This support facilitated the reproduction of habitus 
because it constantly reminded En-ning of her embodied dispositions rooted in cultural 
history and ancestral heritage. 
These accounts provide evidence of successful symbolic violence: There is no 
questioning of the legitimacy of familial pressure for CHLL. Some would suggest that this 
reflects qualities of familial relations (Tannenbaum and Howie 2002). The data we presented 
here indicated that Adam and En-ning’s engagement with CHLL might stem not from 
compliance, but from desire for connection with family members with whom they have 
egalitarian relations – a phenomenon explained in terms of the children’s exposure to 
culturally western models of parenting (Chiang 2010). It is evidence like this that has led Yu 
(2010) to argue that familial relations need to  attract children of the diaspora to CHL. 
A dynamic of encouragement seems to be at play also in a second form of familial 
inculcation evident in our data – informal CHL instruction. In response to a direct question 
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about informal CHLL, Bob, Crystal, Dianna and Adam all spoke of learning Chinese 
informally around the dining table, in front of the TV or ‘at home’. Consider Bob’s response: 
 
There were some brief situations when I was young. It was just like talking on a 
dining table. If I said something wrong, my mum or dad will correct me and say, 
“This is the proper way to say it”….even if the formation of characters. My mum 
talked about how different characters were changed over the years…They 
[relatives in Hong Kong] are quite supportive. When they knew that I was trying 
to say something, they would try to help me out to get the point cross. Yes, it will 
benefit me definitely.  
 
Bob, who had been in Australia since babyhood, had enjoyed “some” CHLL instruction 
at home. This pedagogic action was very informal: “just like talking on a dining table”. 
When Bob was older, he received further informal instruction from extended family 
members who helped him express himself in Chinese conversations. Bob reported this 
instruction in a language of encouragement: “They… are quite supportive”. But this 
instruction had been limited to “brief situations” when he was young and to a recent 
visit to Hong Kong. It is not surprising then, that Bob’s CHL proficiency was low.  
At the other end of the continuum of proficiency, Dianna likewise enjoyed 
informal instruction in Chinese in the home: “Sometimes at home, we have kind of 
family discussion. We read a book together in Chinese and we discuss in Chinese. That 
should be informal.” Dianna identified a “kind of family discussion” around Chinese 
books as “informal” instruction. The sophistication of this instruction would seem to 
reflect the fact that Dianna had the highest level of self-reported CHL proficiency of the 
five interview participants. Dianna, it will be recalled, had been schooled in Taiwan 
until age 13 and reported that all her interactions with her parents, who spoke little 
English, were in Chinese. The point remains, however, that Dianna’s family provided 
her with informal instruction attuned to her CHL proficiency. 
Formal instruction, mainly through CHL schools, was the other form of family 
inculcation evident in our data. When asked a direct question about formal CHLL, Bob, 
Crystal, and Dianna all spoke of CHL schooling: 
 
When I was probably in Grade Three or Grade Four, my parents sent me to a 
Chinese school to learn Mandarin. [Bob] 
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From Year Nine to Year 11, I went to my community Chinese school, run by 
Chinese people. [Crystal] 
 
I went to one [Chinese community school] for a few months…My parents sent 
them [siblings] to a Chinese school, maybe for a year. [Dianna] 
 
In addition to CHL schools, En-ning’s parents engaged a home tutor to provide formal 
instruction for their children: “I went to [name] Chinese School until…possibly Year Six. 
And then my parents decided to get us tutor instead. I did tutoring until year nine when my 
school started offering Chinese.” 
Where the participants’ experience of encouragement and informal instruction in 
Chinese was reported in neutral or positive terms, this was not the case with the formal 
measures. Resistance is to the fore in participants’ talk about formal Chinese learning in 
their school years. Interestingly, participants reportedly became committed to CHLL 
though it was once an unpleasant activity imposed on them. This is also a phenomenon 
reported elsewhere (Wong and Xiao 2010, Weger-Guntharp 2006, Chao 1997, 
Comanaru and Noels 2009). However, the dynamic of this shift remains untheorised. 
Here, we propose a Bourdieusian understanding. 
 
Habitus realisation: a shift from hate to love 
When asked to recall their formal CHLL experiences, the participants repeatedly spoke of 
lack of interest, hate, and parental force: 
 
When I was probably in Grade Three or Grade Four, my parents sent me to a 
Chinese school to learn Mandarin. I wasn’t very interested in that. I said, “I am 
not interested in this. There is no point sending me to do this.” [Bob] 
 
My parents sent them [siblings] to a Chinese school, maybe for a year. But they 
gave up. They went there. They read or probably wrote words. That is not what 
they are interested in. …One of my friends actually told me that…his mum forced 
him to learn Chinese when he was small. He hated it. [Dianna] 
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Basically until I was in Year Nine, I hated learning Chinese with a passion. I 
think it’s probably the thing I hated the most in my life. It was definitely my 
parents forcing me and my brother to go. It was not my own choice. From my 
memory, I used to ask to quit all the time. [En-ning] 
 
Participants also indicated the reasons behind their resistance towards CHLL in 
community schools when they were small. En-ning said: 
 
On Saturdays, all my friends…[She did not finish the story and went on to say] I 
decided I wanted to learn it in [high] school…I think it’s actually because they 
[parents] said if I did it at school, I didn’t have to do it on Saturdays. 
 
Dianna reported her siblings’ and friend’s CHLL experiences in community schools:  
 
They [siblings] had to do writing, writing and writing. So they are not interested. 
 
He [friend] didn’t want to go and he thought it was the hardest language ever.  
 
By the participants’ accounts, the extra work over weekends and the difficult task of CHLL, 
particularly writing, added to the resentment towards CHLL. This resistance is something 
more than the crises typically experienced by children as their drives are socialised by parents 
(Bourdieu 2000); it is conflict between the culturally Chinese habitus of parents and the 
culturally hybrid habitus of Chinese children brought up in the west (Dai and Zhang 2008) 
and mismatches between the cultures of Chinese homes and western schools (Chiang 2010). 
However, when the participants entered adolescence or young adulthood, they became keen 
to learn CHL.  
When asked the reasons behind their CHLL, participants could not articulate a precise 
explanation. This is a key to our sociological interpretation. 
 
I tried to learn Mandarin because I just wanted to learn it…I don’t know how it 
happened but it just happened. It’s a good weird thing that had happened. 
[Adam] 
 
I just think it’s a good opportunity to do that. [Bob]  
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I like it because I want to…I feel I just want to know it. [Crystal] 
 
I don’t know what came over me but I decided I wanted to learn it. [En-ning]  
 
For these participants, commitment to CHLL came from within. Adam, Crystal and En-ning 
all spoke of ‘want’, while Bob was receptive to what he construed as ‘opportunities’. The 
linguistic detail of the talk is telling. The mental verb ‘know’ is negated: Adam “didn’t 
know” where the commitment came from and En-ning said “I don’t know” when asked about 
her commitment to CHLL. Furthermore, they used the adverb ‘just’ repeatedly, thereby 
connoting a lack of reason: Adam “just wanted to learn” and said that his commitment “just 
happened”, Bob said “I just think it’s a good opportunity”, and Crystal noted “I just want to 
know it”. In short, the participants were unable to explicitly explain their shift from resistance 
to commitment.  
In Bourdieusian terms, the habitus integrates agents’ past experiences and functions at 
every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions, making possible the 
achievement of infinitely diversified tasks in ways of which agents are seldom aware 
(Bourdieu 1977). The continuity and regularity of agents’ habitus is not a rational mechanism 
and action is not principally a matter of rational choice (Bourdieu 1977) but an unconscious 
internalisation of the external (Bourdieu 1984, 1988). To clarify, constant and ongoing family 
inculcation come to shape participants’ internal attitudes, values, perceptions, and 
dispositions in a largely unconscious way. This “intentionality without intention” (Bourdieu 
1990a, 12) is an effect of disposition laid down in the body through earlier socialisation. 
Participants’ CHLL has been the product of habitus of which they might have no conscious 
mastery because habitus always exceeds conscious intentions. Their habitus produced their 
CHL practices, without either explicit reason or signifying intent, to be none the less sensible 
and reasonable, and to be immediately intelligible and foreseeable, and hence taken for 
granted. This habitus was the immanent law laid down in these participants through their 
earliest upbringing and family inculcation. It is the habitus unconsciously accumulated 
through the “previous state” (Bourdieu 2000, 161) that became the preconditions for their 
CHL practices. Accordingly, we refer to the shift from resistance to commitment as ‘habitus 
realisation’. In moments of realisation, the part of the child’s habitus that is culturally 
Chinese becomes an underpinning mechanism of ongoing intergenerational cultural 
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reproduction. Habitus hooks children into activities that they once resisted. And with this, 
may come a socialising role in their family. 
 
Ongoing CHLL through familial cultural reproduction 
All the participants spoke of taking up a CHLL socialising role. Dianna, who had reached 
junior high school in Taiwan’s Mandarin-medium education system, had already acceded to 
such a role. When asked how she used her CHL in her family, Dianna highlighted her 
siblings’ low level of Chinese and her role as their interpreter. She also re-voiced the 
exhortation to CHLL that she offered her siblings: 
 
Whatever they [younger siblings] said to parents, I just have to explain again – 
back to Chinese – to parents. I am like a translator in between… If you read them 
a story, they will keep asking, “What does that mean?”… I always tell this story 
[my friend’s story about learning Chinese] to my brother, “You will be thankful 
when you get a job because of your ability to speak two languages.”  
 
The data provided evidence of an impulse to habitus reproduction on the part of all 
participants. Asked whether she would “encourage” any children she had in the future to 
learn Chinese, Dianna responded in a stronger language of “need”: “I need to keep my home 
language going no matter where I am. So I will pass on to my children as well.” For Dianna, 
reproduction of her linguistic habitus in the family was essential. Although details differed, 
the other participants likewise imagined for their children futures shaped by the reproduction 
of their habitus. Asked the same question as Dianna, Adam said, “I would love to see them 
learn Mandarin. Yes, I would love to see them learn Mandarin…It’s definitely biased of 
course.” Adam hinted at an impulse to habitus reproduction: He spoke of the ‘bias’ his 
personal experience brought into his vision of the lives of his imagined children. En-ning 
likewise sought to reproduce her linguistic habitus: “I would encourage them to learn 
Chinese…I personally would like them to learn Chinese because of the personal connections 
they would have.” This alluded to an opportunity that En-ning would like to give to her 
hypothetical children, as given by her parents to help “her explore the Chinese side”. 
Similarly, Bob gave evidence of seeking to reproduce his own habitus. He said that he would 
be supportive if any children he had were to show interest in CHLL: 
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I wouldn’t force them. They can decide what they want to know, like where their 
grandparents’ heritage was from. But I won’t force them. If they choose 
[Chinese] and they are interested, by all means I will support them and try to 
coach them…They can learn where their dad is from.  
 
Crystal likewise envisaged repetition of the patterns of her own family life: 
 
I would like my kids to learn Chinese…so that we don’t lose it as time goes on. 
We are Chinese family and we should speak Chinese. I want them to be able to 
talk to their family, say my parents.  
 
Crystal, who used English with her parents and Cantonese with her grandparents, wished her 
future children to use ‘Chinese’ with their grandparents – the very parents with whom she 
used English. The paradox here dissolves when Crystal’s vision is understood as an 
imagining generated by her habitus. 
In summary, participants’ habitus was explicitly linked to past upbringing, present 
moments and future anticipations that come to shape their Chinese identity. This habitus, as a 
system of internalised cognitive and motivating structures (Bourdieu 1977, 1990b), is 
produced by structures of past and present cultural and social environment and will be 
reproduced in future CHLL through its generativity. Thus, CHLL is a strategy to reproduce 
the habitus in the next generation and even generations further removed. The habitus, to 
borrow a Bourdieusian metaphor, contains the ‘genetic’ information which both allows and 
disposes younger family members and successive generations to reproduce the world that 
they inherit from their older family members or previous generations (Bourdieu and Passeron 
1990). In this respect, habitus provides useful understanding of the mutually constitutive 
effect between Chinese ethnic identity and CHLL, a phenomenon reported elsewhere (Tse 
1998). Through CHLL generated by habitus, consciously or unconsciously, this Chinese 
identity remains an embodied presence in participants themselves, creates a sense of 
belonging to their Chinese families, and tends to perpetuate itself in future generations.  
 
Discussion 
The survey sub-study showed that family support contributed to young Chinese Australians’ 
CHL proficiency. The more the perception of family support, the more Mandarin-favourable 
the language use policy at home, and/or the more years of family support for formal CHLL, 
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the higher the participants’ CHL proficiency tended to be. This finding was interesting given 
evidence of the implication of family support for CHLL in the trajectory of pleasure in, and 
resistance and commitment to CHLL. In probing this trajectory within a Bourdieusian 
framework, we described family inculcation into Chinese, noting that where ‘encouragement’ 
and informal CHLL were basically received positively by the participants, formal study in 
CHL weekend schools was not. But, somewhat inexplicably to the participants, resistance 
had melted away during adolescence and young adulthood. We explained this transition as 
realisation of the habitus reproduced, however imperfectly, through socialisation in the 
domestic space. It was this habitus that hooked the participants into CHLL. 
Although produced in Australia, our findings might be of wider interest. In Bourdieusian 
terms, English is “indubitably legitimate” (Gogolin 2002, 124) in Australia as in other 
Anglophone western countries and bilingual Canada. Australia differs, however, in that 
Mandarin has been the object of a series of national language education policies tied to 
multicultural, and more recently, economic imperatives (Tasker 2012). As a consequence, our 
findings add weight to current efforts to promote CHL in the west through family support 
(Lao 2004, Li 2006, Li 1999, Yu 2010). They underscore the importance of Yu’s (2010) 
challenging observations about the implication of family relationships in attracting culturally 
Chinese children to CHLL; and they complement and extend Bourdieusian analyses of the 
pleasures of early childhood socialisation into CHL (Chiang 2010) and inter-generational 
conflict over such during the school years (Dai and Zhang 2008). Given the source of much 
of the conflict in the linguistic hierarchies of western societies and their institutions, future 
research might look at ways that CHLL might be valued in the regular school system. In 
doing so, it is crucial to avoid reproducing what Ang (2001) described as the national and 
global cultural politics by which Chinese is imposed as an exclusionary identity marker on 
diasporic Chinese. Any effort to promote CHLL must understand and respect the culturally 
hybrid identities of young Chinese learners of Chinese in the west. 
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